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The absence has already settled in.

Justin isn’t in the building anymore, and everyone feels it without saying his name. His locker has been cleared. The space where he used to sit has been claimed by someone younger, someone quieter, someone careful not to ask questions. The season has a way of closing ranks like that—making loss look like continuity.

Cody notices it most in the pauses.

The half-second where someone almost turns to Justin before remembering. The way drills feel slightly misaligned, like a familiar weight has been removed and no one wants to admit it mattered. The team is still good. The system still works. That’s the point.

By the time Cody is called into the coach’s office, the decision has already begun to form in his body.

The coach shuts the door behind them. No clipboard this time. No play diagrams. Just two chairs and the same framed photos lining the walls—former players caught mid-celebration, frozen in moments that promised everything.

The coach doesn’t sit right away.

“You know why you’re here,” he says.

Cody nods. He keeps his hands relaxed in his lap. He’s learned not to fidget when something important is coming.

The coach exhales hard, scrubbing a hand over his face. When he finally sits, it’s with the weight of someone who believes he’s about to save a future.

“This is bigger than whatever you think is happening,” he says. “Bigger than one relationship. Bigger than a phase.”

Cody’s jaw tightens, just barely.

“You’re on track,” the coach continues. “Draft conversations don’t happen by accident. Scouts are watching you. You walk away now, and that door doesn’t just close—it locks.”

Cody lets the words land. He’s heard versions of them before. Always framed as concern. Always delivered like a warning disguised as advice.

The coach leans forward. His voice drops.

“Don’t choose this over football,” he says. “You’re going to go pro. This stops your entire future.”

The word this hangs between them, undefined and deliberate.

Cody thinks of Justin—already gone from the building, already treated like a necessary loss the program absorbed without blinking. He thinks of how quickly silence replaced loyalty. How easily the team learned to function without someone it had depended on.

“This isn’t about choosing,” Cody says finally.

The coach stiffens. “It is exactly about choosing.”

Cody shakes his head. Not defensive. Certain.

“I already see what happens when football decides who matters,” he says. “I don’t want that to be the thing that decides my life.”

The coach stands abruptly, chair scraping against the floor.

“You’re making a mistake,” he says. “You don’t walk away from this. You don’t throw away years of work because things got complicated.”

Cody stands too. He doesn’t raise his voice. He doesn’t argue.

“I’m not throwing anything away,” he says. “I’m stepping out.”

The coach looks at him like he’s watching a structure collapse in real time.

“You’re letting this ruin you,” he says.

Cody thinks, briefly, about how ruin is defined here—how proximity, visibility, and honesty are treated like liabilities instead of facts.

“I think staying would,” he replies.

There’s nothing left to say after that.

When Cody leaves the office, the hallway feels different. Quieter. Not because it’s empty, but because something final has moved through it. He walks past the lockers, past the weight room, past the doors Justin no longer walks through.

Outside, the sky is low and gray, the kind of day that doesn’t promise anything.

Cody pulls out his phone and pauses before unlocking it.

Justin is already gone from the team.
Cody is about to be.
The season will keep going anyway.

But for the first time, Cody knows exactly where he’s stepping off—and exactly who he’s walking toward.
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I wake up before my alarm out of habit.

The room is dim, gray light leaking through the narrow window that overlooks the quad. Someone down the hall laughs too loudly. A door slams. Somewhere, a phone alarm keeps going because whoever set it isn’t here to turn it off yet.

For a few seconds, my body still thinks I am.

I lie there, staring at the cracked ceiling tile above my bed, waiting for the usual urgency to arrive—the pressure, the schedule, the sense that I’m already behind. It doesn’t come. Just the quiet realization that there’s nowhere I’m supposed to be.

The dorm smells faintly of detergent and stale coffee. Someone’s speaker hums through the wall, bass low and insistent, like a heartbeat I don’t recognize anymore. I sit up slowly, feet hitting the cold linoleum, and rub my face.

This room used to be a pit stop. Somewhere I slept between practices, games, meetings—never long enough to belong to it. Now it feels like a waiting room, the kind you’re left in after someone decides you’re no longer part of the plan.

I check my phone. Nothing new. The team group chat is gone from my screen, erased after the meeting—after words like distraction and fit were used in place of my name. No calendar reminders lighting up the day. No schedule left to follow.

That’s the part I still haven’t adjusted to—the way the system cuts you loose and then moves on like you were never there at all.

I shower because it gives me something to do. The water takes a while to heat, and I stand there longer than necessary, letting the steam fog the mirror until I don’t have to look at myself. When I get dressed, I reach automatically for team-issued gear and stop halfway through the motion.

I choose a hoodie instead. One that doesn’t mean anything.

Outside my door, the hallway is already alive. Guys moving fast, backpacks slung low, phones in hand, voices overlapping as they pass. Someone bumps into me and mutters an apology without really seeing me. I step aside to let them pass, pressing my back against the wall like I’m the one out of place.

Maybe I am.

I grab coffee from the machine downstairs even though it tastes burnt and metallic. I drink it anyway, leaning against the counter while the TV above the common area replays highlights from last night’s game. The commentators talk about depth and resilience. About how the team adjusted.

No one mentions who’s missing.

My phone buzzes in my hand.

Cody.

I hesitate, then answer. “Hey.”

“Hey,” he says.

There’s something different in his voice. Not rushed. Not distracted. Just... steady.

“You busy?” he asks.

I glance around the common area—guys coming and going, noise swelling and receding like waves. “No,” I say. “What’s up?”

A pause. Short. Deliberate.

“I left,” he says.

I blink, staring at the coffee machine like it might explain what he means. “Left... practice?”

“No.”

“Left early?” I try again.

Another pause. Longer this time.

“I left the team.”

The words don’t hit all at once. They arrive slowly, like something heavy being set down instead of dropped. I grip the edge of the counter, knuckles whitening.

“You mean—you’re taking a break?” I ask, already knowing that’s not it. “Like, just for the week or—”

“I quit,” he says gently. Not defensive. Not dramatic. Certain.

The noise around me fades. The TV keeps playing. Someone laughs behind me, loud and sharp, and it feels obscene.

“You didn’t have to do that,” I say, the words coming out automatically. Too fast.

“I know,” he replies. “I wanted to.”

I swallow. There it is—the thing I didn’t want to be responsible for.

“Cody,” I say carefully. “You’re on track. You’ve done everything right. You don’t just walk away from that.”

“I already see how it works,” he interrupts, not unkindly. “I watched what happened to you.”

That lands harder than anything else he could’ve said.

“They didn’t even blink,” he continues. “They just... adjusted.”

I close my eyes. The dorm hums around me, moving with a momentum I’m no longer part of. 

“You’re on track,” I say again quietly. “You were. Draft talks. Scouts. This was—”

“I know exactly what it was,” he says. “That’s why I walked.”

I don’t answer right away. I don’t trust myself to.

“I don’t want you doing this because of me,” I finally say.

He exhales. “I’m not.”

I wait.

“I’m doing it because I don’t want to spend my life pretending I didn’t see what I saw,” he adds. “Or who I care about.”

My throat tightens. I grip the edge of the counter, forcing a steady breath. “Come by later?” I ask.

“Yeah,” he says. “I will.”

When the call ends, I stay where I am longer than necessary. The coffee has gone cold. Someone brushes past me, impatient. I move out of the way automatically.

Back in my room, I sit on the edge of the bed and stare at my hands. The silence presses in, thicker now. Cody didn’t just leave the team. He stepped off something that still surrounds me, still defines the air I’m breathing.

From the window, the stadium sits in the distance, still and waiting. Practice will start without me.

For the first time since I was cut, the loss feels shared.

That afternoon, I take a walk around campus without any real destination. I pass familiar buildings without going inside. I let the noise wash over me—voices, music, the scrape of skateboards against pavement. Life moving forward, unconcerned.

When Cody knocks on my door that evening, I open it without hesitation.

He looks
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When the game ends, some truths remain.
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